






Criminals target government funded cell phone
program

by Chris Nagus
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Updated today at 10:00 AM

(KMOV) -- Even if you don't want a government funded cell phone, you might get one in the mail. St.

Louis area residents called News 4 after phones started showing up in their mailboxes from several

different telecom providers.

Barb Combs was surprised when she received two free phones from Tag Mobile, "I'm thinking why do I

have these where did they come from and what do I do with them now." Rose Smith said, "I don't need a
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cell phone" after she received a free phone from Life Wireless.

According to the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) telecom providers receive money

from the Universal Service Fund to provide cell service to low income residents. In order to qualify for the

program you need to show you are receiving additional forms of assistance like food stamps or TANF

(Temporary Assistance to Needy Families). The Universal Service is funded by fees paid to telephone

providers when customers pay their phone bill.

A spokesperson for Life Wireless tells News 4 they discovered fraud involving an independent

contractor who signed up 917 St. Louis area residents for phones they never requested. Michael Geoffroy

says hundreds of orders were stopped before shipment, but hundreds of others were delivered. "They

signed up hundreds of folks to get commission from us, as we were processing the orders we discovered

the fraud" said Geoffroy. The Life Wireless spokesperson also said his company plans to prosecute, and

has filed a report with St. Louis police. Geoffroy also said, "Fraud is a serious issue, it's something that

costs us money." In this case Life Wireless refunded 20 thousand dollars back to the Universal Service

Fund after the fraud was discovered.

Consumers like Rose Smith are still left with lots of questions. Smith wanted to know, "how did they get

my name, my address, your personal information, what else do they have of mine." Geoffroy didn't know

how the independent contractor obtained the names of 917 unknowing consumers, but speculated the

names could have been pulled from the phonebook.

Free phones also showed up from YourTel America and Tag Mobile. Those companies also receive

money from the Universal Service Fund to provide cell service to low income Missouri residents.

According to the FCC each customer receives ten dollars worth of free service - which covers the cost of the

phone and up to 250 free minutes for some providers. In Missouri the ten dollar per person fee adds up to

millions of dollars each year. Click here to see how much money Missouri telecom providers

collected from the Universal Service Fee.

News 4 received this response from Tag Mobile concerning potential fraud. "In the last three months

we have had a little over 100 handsets returned back to us due to being non-deliverable

or refused by the customer. During this same time period we activated approximately

14,800 customers in MO. This equates to a less than 1% of our accounts being returned

or cancelled. "

According to YourTel America "We are very concerned about any fraud, not only as it affects us

directly but as it potentially harms the Universal Service Fund and Low-Income consumers who
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benefit from the fund.”

Although the program has been the target of fraud, Michael Geoffroy points out, "it's a lot of money and a

lot of customers but it's a program that helps people in need at a low price per person." Telecom providers

told News 4 the program allows low income residents to stay in touch with health care providers and

possible job opportunities. Michael Geoffroy also says companies that receive money from the Universal

Service Fund are required to do outreach to get customers signed up.

Add another comment
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Free cell phones: Too good to be
true or mailing mistake?
Originally printed at http://www.komonews.com/news/consumer/133587768.html

By Connie Thompson November 9, 2011

We're used to getting free product samples in the mail, and in some cases, even free

money if you open a new checking account. But what about a free cell phone?

Local consumers report receiving unsolicited cell phones from a company offering

discounts on phone service for people with low incomes. State regulators want to know

whether it's a potential problem or a few isolated mistakes or pranks.

Brian Mullis of SeaTac says he never ordered a cell phone but he got one out of the blue.

The previously-owned cell phone just turned up in the mail.

"It's a used Palm phone. You can see it's scratched and the lens is kinda scratched up a

little bit. No manual with the phone or anything else," said Mullis.

The phone was sent by a company called YourTel America. Mullis called customer service

find out what the free phone was all about..

"They said it's a government program, government-assisted program that we're working

with," he said.

The government program is called Lifeline, and it provides discounts on monthly wireless

or landline service for low-income customers who receive medical or food assistance from

the government.

Eligible individuals get access to quality landline or wireless service at a reduced fee.

Landline customers get basic phone service. Cell phone customers get a certain number of

minutes each month.

Look on your next phone bill and you'll likely see a fee for something called the Universal
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Service Fund. That's the fund that helps provide quality telecommunications access for

rural insular and high costs areas, schools and libraries, rural health care and low income

programs. The wireless Lifeline program has been around in our state for more than a

decade.

But Mullis, who already has a cell phone, isn't eligible.

"None of that applies to me," he said.

According to the state Utilities and Transportation Commission in Olympia, YourTel is

one of nine phone companies authorized to offer low-income phone service discounts in

the state of Washington.

"They're very new,” said UTC's Amanda Maxwell. “We're still watching them, watching

what they're programs are doing."

Calls to the Commission's Consumer Helpline indicate Mullis is not the only local person

to receive a cell phone they didn't ask for. Records show Carol Kinney of Seattle called the

state to inquire after receiving a cell phone from YourTel which she had not requested.

Both Kinney and Mullis report YourTel's response was to ask them to mail the phones

back to the company. Mullis says the customer service rep told him the phone was sent to

him by mistake.

"And they said, 'Well it was sent to you by mistake. Please just put on there ‘return to

sender' and send it back,’” said Mullis.

"As a consumer, you need to know that if you did not ask for this phone, then you don't

have to do anything with it." said Maxell."They didn't ask for it. They don't have to send it

back."

Maxwell says while at this point, there does not appear to be a wide pattern of complaints,

the state is monitoring the situation and wants to hear from anyone who receives a cell

phone they did not request.

"We would like you to call the commission, because like I said, we are reviewing this

tactic, and we would like to know if more people have received these phones," said

Maxwell.

YourTel wants to hear from you, too. Vice president Dale Schmick was very concerned to
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hear about the unsolicited phones, and insists the only people receiving free cell phones,

should be people who placed an order, which many people do over the Internet. Schmick

wonders if the cases reported so far might be part of pranks, where the phone recipients

were signed up by another person without their knowledge or permission.

Schmick acknowledges that consumers are not obligated to return unsolicited

merchandise, but because of the operating costs involved, Schmick asks anyone who

receives a phone they didn't ask for to at least call the customer service number provided,

so they can reassign the programmed cell phone number to another phone. Ideally,

Schmick says the company would appreciate people returning the phones- which is what

Mullis ultimately decided to do.

Free phones, by the way, are not part of the government's Lifeline assistance program.

Lifeline only provides discounts on monthly service fees. Any deals involving phone

equipment are up to the service provider. According to a coalition of consumer groups,

only about a third of eligible low-income Americans are currently enrolled in the wireless

Lifeline program.
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